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When the age-long slavery of woman shall have ended, when she will be able
to live by and for herself; then man—hitherto abominable—having given her
her freedom, she will be a poet too. Woman will discover the unknown. Will
her world be different from ours? She will discover things that will be strange
and unfathomable; repulsive and delicate. We shall take them from her and we
shall understand them.

—Arthur Rimbaud'

It was in this letter of 1871 to his friend Paul Demeny that Rim-
baud predicted the inevitable appearance of women’s poetry in a
world dominated by men. Once liberated from male domination
and allowed to live and think freely, woman would reveal through
her poetry repulsive and delicate things unfathomable by man.
Rimbaud saw woman as a diverse psychic being and seemingly
admired her for her “otherness”; yet, aware of the confines of
patriarchal society, he foresaw her emancipation not as a means
for the enrichment of poetry by and for both sexes, but rather for
the adoption of her sensibilities into a poetry, once and for always,
dominated by man. The historical struggles of women against the
patriarchal order have recently led to a breakdown of confidence
in the legitimacy of this order and, consequently, in its master
narrative. > This breakdown has, according to Alice Jardine,
launched “a vast self-exploration, a questioning and turning back
upon [women’s] own discourse, in an attempt to create a new
space or spacing within themselves for survivals...and this space has
been coded as feminine, as woman.” > Within a patriarchal system,
this space of the feminine is defined as “terrifying, monstrous...
mad, unconscious, improper, unclean, non-sensical, oriental, pro-
fane.”* Jardine believes that with change as the ultimate goal, the
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putting into discourse of ‘woman,’” or gynesis, is “intrinsic to
new and necessary modes of thinking, writing, speaking.” * In
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reviewing Jardine’s list of spaces of the feminine, one is reminded
of the abject as defined in the work of Julia Kristeva. For Kriste-
va, the abject “beseeches a discharge, a convulsion, a crying out,”
but “it is...not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection,
but what disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect
borders, positions, rules.” ¢ Jardine’s construction of spaces of the
feminine refers, in fact, to Kristeva’s identification of space as
feminine, and more specifically as the maternal body,” as a “place
of passage, a threshold where ‘nature’ confronts ‘culture.”® By
linking Kristeva’s notion of abjection with Jardine’s description of
“feminine” spaces, I do not want to simply equate abjection with
the feminine, but rather to acknowledge how patriarchal notions
of femininity have been adopted for transgressive means.’ For, as
Kristeva asks, “does not the combat against the phallic sign and
against an entire monological culture finally sink into the substan-
tial cult of woman?”'° Here one must remark, however, that what
connotes the “cult of woman” (or the “feminine”) may have
absolutely nothing to do with women; within a patriarchal soci-
ety it connotes, rather, that which is not man. (For example, the
“feminine” connotes the body, nature, passivity, amorphousness
versus man’s mind, culture, activity, form.) If one accepts, then,
the transgressive to be feminine and strives for a situation where
“everyone and everything becomes Woman—as a culture obses-
sively turns itself inside out—where does that leave women?” "'
The privileging of the feminine in a transgressive discourse
by no means guarantees liberation. During the sixties and seven-
ties, in the face of modernism, which privileged vision and the
two-dimensional picture plane, transgressive art practice chose to
explore viscerality and the language of the body in non-tradition-
al forms and materials. An obvious gender bias becomes apparent,
however, in an analysis of the critical responses to the work of
women versus that of men. The art of men was lauded for its
transgressive boldness. The art of women was restricted to a ter-
minology that reinscribed patriarchal notions of femininity. The
mapping of these notions of femininity onto woman has deprivi-
leged woman’s art practice by neglecting its creators’ transgressive
intentions as artists, as women, as subjects of their own discourse.
Gender bias in the interpretation of women’s art is far from
new. * Prior to the 1960s, the few women who had actually trans-
gressed into the male-dominated world of making art had had no
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choice but to work within the confines of modernism as delineat-
ed by male vision. The most prominent example is, of course,
Georgia O’Keeffe. Anna Chave, in “O’Keeffe and the Masculine
Gaze, points out the incongruities that arose in the reception and
interpretation of O’Keeffe’s works because the artist was a woman. "
O’Keefte firmly denied any biological /erotic interpretation of her
floral imagery as vaginal and by so doing denied her sex as an artist.
It was an attempt to adopt a male position and thereby have her
work evaluated equally. Despite such efforts, however, her art was
still seen in relation to the stereotypes of femininity. According to
Chave, it “was not described as the vision of someone with real,
deeply felt desires,” but as the vision of either the intuitive crea-
ture, quoting Paul Rosenfeld and Lewis Mumford, “well ground-
ed in the earth,” or the wanton creature who allowed men “to see
the mysterious parting movement of petals under the rays of sud-
den fierce heat.” " Women artists in this period were forced to
deny the presence of sexual/gendered imagery in their work if
they wanted to be taken seriously.

It was not until the sixties and seventies, exactly that period
when “the age-long slavery of woman” was being challenged, that
women artists began to openly proclaim their difference from their
male counterparts. The explicit gendering of the artist was a con-
sequence of the demand by the women’s movement for equal
rights and for the endorsement of a distinct female voice. The
movement’s motto, “the personal is political,” urged women to
publicly assert their difference as a means to greater understanding
and, ultimately, to unbiased recognition. In line with this feminist
discourse, many women artists chose to engage in a strictly femi-
nist art practice aimed at expressing their difference from men
through visual imagery. When Judy Chicago proposed that
“maybe the existing forms of art for the ideas men have had are
inadequate for the ideas women have,” she was promoting an art of
difference. ** The initial source for “the ideas women have” were
those practices that had made women different in the past, as well
as what made them different physically—their bodies. For this rea-
son, many women artists chose to valorize previously marginalized
female art practices such as weaving, quilting, embroidery, and
ceramics, as well as daily female activities—ironing, cooking, and
cleaning. Many also adopted vaginal iconography as a means to
uncover and celebrate the biological source of woman’s difterence.
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Womanhouse, for example, a multimedia environment creat-
ed in 1971 by the Feminist Art Program at the California Insti-
tute of the Arts, Valencia, exposed the regular, but otherwise
invisible, sites and activities of a woman’s daily life. The program
was headed by Miriam Shapiro and Judy Chicago, and participat-
ing artists included Faith Wilding, Mira Schor, Sandra Orgel,
Nancy Youdelman, Karen LeCoque, and Chris Rush. The envi-
ronment comprised rooms and performances created by the indi-
vidual artists. In Menstruation Bathroom, Judy Chicago installed a
trash can overflowing with bloodied tampons and pads under a
counter displaying a selection of all the “liberating” and “refresh-
ing” accoutrements marketed for female consumption during
“that time of the month.” Chicago exposed the bloody reality of
menstruation underneath the adman’s pretty pastel packaging.
But more important than her critique of the advertising industry
and ultimate subversion of the patriarchal notion (or non-notion)
of menstruation, was her use of the abject. The exhibition of
menstrual blood threatens patriarchy with its fear of the maternal
body. In discussing the work of Kristeva, Elizabeth Gross explains:
“Horror of menstrual blood is a refusal to acknowledge the sub-
ject’s corporeal link to the mother....It marks the site of an
unspeakable and unpayable debt of life, of existence, that the sub-
ject (and culture) owes to the maternal body.” '* In Kristeva’s
terms, Chicago uses “nature” to confront “culture” and thus dis-
turbs identity, system, order.

In Scrubbing, a performance by Chris Rush, the artist scrubbed
the floor on her hands and knees. Scrubbing confronted the viewer
with the tedious nature of women’s usually invisible daily work
and exposed its hidden and abject status in relation to men’s work.
The artists of Womanhouse exteriorized the “feminine” spaces that
were hidden and repressed by the patriarchal order as a means to
revalorize the abjected position forced upon them and, ultimately,
to reclaim the rights to their own existence. “By naming or
speaking it, they can maintain an imperilled hold on the symbolic
and a stable speaking position....To speak of the object is to pro-
tect oneself against it while at the same time relying on its ener-
getic resources.” "

Although bold and explicit in its subversive imagery, Wom-
anhouse has remained marginal in the pages of art history. While
women were free to proclaim their sexuality and difference
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through their art practice, they were not free from the practice of
critical legitimation, which demanded an interpretation based on
the patriarchal concepts of woman as nature, woman as amor-
phous, woman as passive, etc. The interpretation of the work of
women artists during this period suffered tremendously because
critics and art historians chose either, as in the case of Woman-
house, to completely isolate the artists as feminists, thus disregard-
ing their contributions, or, as we shall see, to interpret their
works solely in terms of the concepts of femininity described
above, so that all individuality was repressed.

This period of transgression and gendering in the arts corre-
sponds to the emergence of Eccentric Abstraction and Anti-Form,
concepts that privileged the amorphous and the visceral, and of
Happenings, Body, and Performance Art, which privileged the
use of the artist’s own body. What these diverse practices had in
common was a capacity to disturb viewers, to draw them “toward
the place where meaning collapses” " through the incorporation
of untraditional substances, amorphous forms, and the artist’s body
itself. In the case of most artists, the intent was to shock, to repulse
in order to blur the boundaries of propriety and social strictures
imposed on art, on women, and on society as a whole. It is my
intention to reexamine the artistic practice of women who, during
this period, incorporated abject materials or imagery; and, more
important, to examine how this art was received relative to that of
men also employing the abject.

By the early sixties, certain artists were already engaged in an art
practice that privileged “feminine” forms and imagery. The works
of Lee Bontecou, Yayoi Kusama, and Claes Oldenburg represent
highly influential precedents for the development of Eccentric
Abstraction and Anti-Form.

Lee Bontecou’s Untitled, 1961, for example, incorporates
vaginal imagery, as do many of her related constructions. Made of
worn-out conveyor belts, airplane parts, and saws—materials
recycled from the industrial power structure—they seemed to be
empowering representations of the female sex. The surfaces pro-
ject two to three feet into the viewer’s space and are punctured
with craters, some of them dark and seemingly bottomless voids
which draw you in, seduce you, while others are barred with
menacing saw teeth, vagina dentata. These works are at once
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threatening and seductive; two seemingly opposite characteristics
whose integration disturbs the viewer. “The fundamental
approach is based on a principle of attraction-repulsion; each
attack encompasses at the same time a retreat....” " To be at once
attracted and repulsed indicates the presence of the abject, for
ambiguity is a state which does not answer to system or rules. In
reference to the maternal body, the vagina represents the literal
“border passable in both directions by pleasure and pain.” * Bold
and disruptive, Bontecou’s constructions confronted patriarchal
notions of woman as soft and passive. |

Although aggressive in its feminine imagery, Bontecou’s
constructions were highly acclaimed by male and female critics
alike, who championed her work along with that of Jasper Johns
and Robert Rauschenberg. In 1964, Donald Judd declared Bon-
tecou to be “one of the best artists working anywhere.” For Judd
and other critics of Greenbergian aesthetics, Bontecou’s construc-
tions of residual industrial materials represented ideal objects in
the argument against the two-dimensional limitations of mod-
ernism: “Rather than inducing idealization and generalization
and being allusive, the object excludes. It is actual and specific
and is experienced as an object. It is a minatory object, seemingly
capable of firing or swallowing.” > While Judd acknowledges the
aggressive voids in Bontecou’s work, he ultimately concludes that
“the black hole does not allude to a black hole; it is one.” * Judd
supports Bontecou’s work in terms of his own notion of “specific
objects,” developed in an essay of the same name, which advocat-
ed a three-dimensional art practice situated formally between
painting and sculpture.

For a brief period in the early sixties, Bontecou was accept-
ed because her art fit in with a male-dominated discourse. Her
constructions were discussed as “specific objects,” or as “icons of
industrialism, mechanical power, thrust, propulsion” *—an
emphasis belied by the overt vaginal iconography and the artist’s
process of sewing together the canvas patches for her construc-
tions. As Lucy Lippard later observed, “one realized how much
the earlier work, which had seemed so bold in its ‘femaleness,
had in fact been confined by the rules of the art society in which
it was understood.” **

At the same moment, the trace of a sewn stitch in the work
of a male artist, namely Claes Oldenburg, became the focus of
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Yayoi Kusama, photo-collage of “The Driving Image Show,”
Castellane Gallery, New York, 1964

critical attention and proceeded to revolutionize art practice.
(Although it was, in fact, Pat Oldenburg, the artist’s wife, who
did the actual sewing of his soft sculptures.) Whether in terms of
sewing, softening, or sensualizing, Oldenburg was clearly con-
cerned with feminizing his forms as a transgressive practice in his
art. “It is important,” he stated, “to operate out of the forces in
us, forces and counterforces and not to be afraid to use them. Just
now I am indulging my femininity.” * Because vision has often
been privileged as the superior sense in modernism and therefore
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constitutive of the male subject, the experience of the other sens-
es of the body has been denigrated and relegated to the realm of
the feminine. Oldenburg adopts the language of the body “to off-
set the tendency to vagueness and abstraction. To remind people
of practical activity, to suggest the senses and not escape from the
senses, to substitute flesh and blood for paint.” * Oldenburg’s soft
sculptures, such as Soft Toilet (1966; p. 10), testify to his “desire
for every kind of contact sensation for his sculpture (eating,
touching, sitting on, caressing)...visceratonic impulses.””” Olden-
burg’s success in the manipulation of amorphous forms needs no
testimony. As we shall see, however, the exploration of “femi-
nine” spaces in the art practice of men was received quite difter-
ently from that in the work of women.

Yayoi Kusama, like Bontecou and unlike Oldenburg, was
rarely acknowledged for the sewing of her soft sculptures. For
Kusama, who claims to have been the first to make sewing
machine sculpture, this was a grave oversight.* The act of sewing,
stitching, or knitting in Kusama’s work signified the repetitive and
monotonous tasks performed by women on a daily basis, and has
been a figural reference in her work since her Infinity Paintings of
the late 1950s. Kusama’s sewing machine “protuberances”—
pieces of material sewn into narrow pouches and stuffed into
phallic shapes—have often been likened to the soft sculptures of
Oldenburg. But even though both artists soften quotidian objects,
the majority of Kusama’s objects are more specifically concerned
with the everyday life of women. Moreover, the furniture, mix-
ing bowls, high-heeled shoes, and frying pans that she softens and
envelops with protuberances appear less affable than Oldenburg’s
sculptures and more as if diseased with phallic fungi. The tumor-
ous sculptures infect and spread over the object, rendering it use-
less for sitting, eating, walking, whatever.

Critics have attempted to “disinfect” the malignant nature
of Kusama’s work by interpreting it as evocative of “elemental
feelings”? and the “eternal processes of growth and generation in
nature.” * Such interpretations clearly deny the threat of disease
and reveal society’s fear of contamination and, more broadly, of
the unclean and the improper. Kusama’s use of wild, spreading
protuberances could be associated with her later use of polka
dots: “red polka dots...suggest spots like the spots of disease. This
disease is the attitude of the human race toward sex, which is sick.

2
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[ used mirrors to show that the problem goes on and on without
stopping.”* The problem that goes “on and on without stop-
ping” is, fundamentally, the abject. Like the threat of disease, it is
ever-present. “A certain ‘ego’ that merged with its master, a
superego, has flatly driven it away. It lies outside, beyond the set,
and does not seem to agree to the latter’s rules of the game. And
yet, from its place of banishment, the abject does not cease chal-
lenging its master.” *

The 1966 “Eccentric Abstraction” exhibition, curated by
Lucy Lippard for the Fischbach Gallery, New York, brought
together artists “allied to the non-formal tradition devoted to
opening up new areas of materials, shape, color and sensuous
experience.” * Lippard referred to the Freudian concept of “body
ego” in describing the viewer’s response to the work: “Body ego
can be experienced two ways: first through appeal, the desire to
caress, to be caught up in the feel and rhythms of a work; second,
through repulsion, the immediate reaction against certain forms
and surfaces which take longer to comprehend.”* The opposing
reactions of repulsion and desire are also indicative of the state of
abjection, the state of the ambiguous where all “meaning collaps-
es.” According to Lippard, the experience provoked “giggles of
uneasiness and perhaps even awe, like the giggles provoked by
aspects of death, love, sex, excretion, any natural function too nat-
urally exposed.” * In the work of Kristeva, these “aspects” are
theorized as “dark revolts of being,” the abject. *

In 1968, two years after the “Eccentric Abstraction” exhi-
bition, Robert Morris published “Anti-Form,” an influential
essay that defined the radical practice of process-oriented art in
opposition to the idealizing notions of art based on form, or art
for art’s sake.”” He was responding to Herbert Marcuse’s proposi-
tion that “art remains alien to the revolutionary praxis by virtue
of the artist’s commitment to Form: Form as art’s own reality, as
die Sache selbst” **

Morris rallied for a revolutionary art practice based on Anti-
Form through a “disengagement with preconceived enduring
forms and orders.”* Such a disengagement would dictate the exclu-
sion of the durable materials and geometric morphology that had
dominated Western art practice. Morris, like Lippard, cites Olden-
burg as a precursor in the use of alternative materials and forms.
Oldenburg’s soft materials make process visible. “The focus on
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matter and gravity as means
results in forms which were
not projected in advance.” ¥

In Felt (1967-68),
Morris attaches strips of
thick felt to a single point on
the wall so that they limply
cascade into a random pool
on the gallery floor. Remov-
ing the material and struc-
tural support, he allows
gravity to determine the
form of the object. In the
words of one critic, “they
are not ‘upright, ‘straight,
‘firm, or ‘strong’....[but]
they could be called ‘socia-
ble; suggesting as they star-
Robert Morris, Felt, 1967-68 tlingly do, comfort and

invitation. They are exteme-

ly tactile. They want to be
touched.” * Other critics found Morris’” works to have “gone
soft”; * and later they were described as “unmistakably vaginal” *
Anti-Form, with its emphasis on process and the natural and
unpredictable orientation of the actual materials, confronted the
senses. “Under the predominance of rationalism,” Marcuse wrote,
“the cognitive function of sensuousness has been constantly mini-
mized....Sensuousness, as the ‘lower’ and even ‘lowest’ faculty,”
was thus an ideal means of representation to challenge the mod-
ernist art practice based on vision. * Morris, like Oldenburg, chose
to explore “feminine” spaces, to “indulge his femininity” as a
transgressive means to counter modernism.

The work of Eva Hesse, Lynda Benglis, and Louise Bour-
geois also explored “feminine” spaces. For these women, unlike
their male counterparts, however, the process was regarded as
stereotypically feminine. Critics received it as a natural phenome-
non rather than as a willed intellectual strategy.

The early sculptural work of Eva Hesse, although based on
Minimalist precepts, softened forms through the sensual manipula-
tion of non-traditional substances such as latex, plastic, rope, and
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Eva Hesse, Untitled (Rope Piece), 1969-70

fiberglass. By 1970, with Untitled (Rope Piece), however, Hesse had
left Minimalism as far behind as had Morris with his felt pieces.
She had earlier turned away from painting and the predominant
modernist aesthetic in an exploration of the “boundary that lies
between the institutions of painting and sculpture.” ¥ Despite
Hesse’s obvious dialogue with and elaboration on the art discourse
of her day, her work’s amorphous and often scattered forms led
critics to narrowly interpret it as “intuitive rather than intellectu-
al.”* The gender bias of the interpretation is made clear when, in
describing the soft sculptures of Oldenburg in the preceding para-
graph, the critic states that “the endless alteration of form...
reach[es]| both the subjective and objective, sensuous and intellec-
tual equipment of the viewer.”“ Later critics, too, perhaps in
response to Hesse’s traumatic biography, have emphasized the
purely expressionistic quality in her work. In 1979, Rosalind
Krauss described Hesse’s art as “a reflection of the self as unmedi-
ated, pre-formalized origin, as the purest and most authentic
source of feeling”* And as recently as 1992, Anna Chave has gone
so as far to interpret Hesse’s work as rife with disease, as a personal
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expression of her lifelong battle with illness: “The noisome scent
of decay which seems to emanate from Hesse’s sculpture...plays on
our fears of contamination and dissolution, on our gnawing sense
of our own mortality” ** While Chave perceives Hesse’s work in
terms of the abject, she believes it to have been permeated by the
artist’s self-definition as a sick, decomposing, abject being. Such
biographical and essentializing notions completely disregard
Hesse’s work as a conscious and intellectual art practice.

In a similar manner, Lynda Benglis’ art has often been exclu-
sively discussed in terms of patriarchal notions of femininity.
Benglis’ brown polyurethane foam sculptures ooze out of the
gallery walls and freeze suspended just inches above the gallery
floor, simultaneously evoking sensations of awe and disgust. While
reminiscent of molten lava and the mysterious generative powers
of nature, these sculptures are clearly scatological. Thomas B.
Hess, however, equated Benglis with a different force of nature:
“Nature can change states—freeze water, melt rocks; Benglis, too,
can congeal or liquefy matter....” ** And Klaus Kertess described
her as “intensely concerned with process and with images. Exces-
sive images. Images involved with organic, liquid phenomena (the
ocean, body fluids and flow). Images involved with flesh and
physicality....Images that openly declare a very strong female sen-
suality....”*" As with the work of Kusama, critics have attempted
to confine the threatening readings of Benglis’ work to the safe
realms of nature and feminine excess. They ignore its obvious
scatology, which in fact is confrontational, challenging us with
the fear of excrement, with “the danger to identity that comes
from without: the ego threatened by the non-ego, society threat-
ened by its outside, life by death.”*

As excrement threatens all social beings from without, the
fluids issuing from the vagina threaten sexual identity from with-
in. In Travel Agent (1966/1977-78; p. 13), the viewer is confront-
ed with a distinctly vaginal icon that valorizes as well as threatens.
Benglis’ icon is threatening not only because it uncovers patri-
archy’s historical concealment and thus domination of female sex-
uality, but because it is aroused. The tender surface of dripping
wax clearly eroticizes the icon. In fact, Benglis has discussed the
creation of the wax paintings, the steady stroking of wax over
masonite, as “masturbating in [her] studio,”* a clear reclamation
of a woman’s right to her own sexual pleasure.
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As early as the 1940s, Louise Bourgeois was working with
amorphous and biomorphic forms that often suggested female
and/or male genitalia. But it was not until the 1960s, when
amorphousness and the visceral had been legitimated by male art
practice, that she began to receive critical recognition. That
recognition, however, was concentrated on references to nature
and fertility. One critic described Bourgeois’ work as “evocative
of a world of forests, of hills, oceans, caves, hollow echoes of the
sound of waves...created by a strikingly fertile imagination.” **
William Rubin called Molotov Cocktail (1968) “a pregnancy” and
noted that when surrounded by Bourgeois” work “we are in the
world of germination and eclosion—the robust sexuality of things
under and upon the earth.” * Clearly, the “robust sexuality” is
often human sexuality, and Rubin comes to fear that “when
themes of sexuality are pressed too literally, a set of emotions
interposes itself between the viewer and the work in a manner
unconducive to aesthetic contemplation.” ** Rubin represents
patriarchal society and its institutions’ fear of contamination;
Bourgeois’ bold sexual imagery threatens because it is not
“savored and absorbed, like the sexuality of Brancusi and Arp.” ¥
The voice of patriarchy could not be clearer; human sexuality
must be bordered up and sublimated. The work of Bourgeois
“talks about things we don’t want talked about, acknowledges
forces we don’t want broadcast loudly, and certainly not let
loose.” * It talks about the abject. :

Bourgeois’ forms are suggestive of the body, both male and
female, and its interior spaces. The symbolic merging of the male
and female in the fusing of breast and/or vagina and penis is a
theme that began in Bourgeois’ totemic wood figures of the
1940s and has continued in more recent work, such as Nature
Study (1984), where the squatting dog/demon betrays both
swelling breasts and a penis. Bourgeois’ latex pieces of the 1960s
evoke associations with living flesh, more precisely with the inte-
rior side of flesh, as within a mouth or vagina. The viewer is
threatened by these mutations and interior spaces because they
are at once recognizable and foreign, attractive and repulsive. The
art of Louise Bourgeois, perhaps like that of no other artist work-
ing in the sixties and seventies, continues to transgress by its insis-
tence on representing the visceral and sexual body in the face of
patriarchal demands for sublimation. In response to Nature Study,
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Carolee Schneeman, Meat Joy, 1964 performance at Judson Church, New York
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for example, one critic noted how it “makes you avert your gaze;
you turn away with a sickened feeling...to meet another pair of
staring eyes, emblematic of Bourgeois’ unflinchingness.” *’

The transgression of order through the use of the abject was
also demonstrated in the sixties Happenings and Body Art and in
Performance Art of the next decade. All three practices used the
human body as the medium in choreographed or semi-choreo-
graphed events. Happenings and Body Art were dominated by
men, but during this same period the innovational dance of
Yvonne Rainer and Simone Forti, the Fluxus activities of Yoko
Ono and Alison Knowles, and the music of Charlotte Moorman
were preparing the way for the great surge of women perfor-
mance artists in the 1970s.

Carolee Schneemann was one of the few women to actively
engage in the conception of Happenings (or Kinetic Theater, as
she called it) and was most likely the first to incorporate her own
nude body into her work. In discussing the development of Eye
Body (1963), Schneemann emphasized how the decision to use
her own body represented empowerment: “I wanted my actual
body to be combined with the work as an integral material
....Covered in paint, grease, chalk, ropes, plastic, I establish my
body as visual territory. Not only am I an image maker, but I
explore the image values of flesh as material I choose to work
with.”  Schneemann was well aware of the taboos associated with
the nude female body and chose to expose them as a means of
transgressing gender-specific norms: “In 1963 to use my body as
an extension of my painting-construction was to challenge and
threaten the psychic territorial power lines by which women
were admitted to the Art Stud Club, so long as they behaved
enough like the men, did work clearly in the traditions and path-
ways hacked out by men.” ® Schneemann offered her self-
stripped, self~emblazoned body as a banner for other women in
their struggle to reclaim their bodies and their identities.

In the following year, Schneemann turned to the taboo sub-
ject of human sensuality. She described her most famous (or infa-
mous) theater piece, Meat Joy (1964), as “an exuberant sensory
celebration of the flesh.”®® To arrive at such a state of abandon, she
introduced abject materials into the choreography. Nude partici-
pants frolicked, rolled around, and danced in piles of paper scrap;
gradually other substances such as wet paint, raw fish, chickens,
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and sausages were added to the
writhing mass of bodies, resulting
in an erotic ritual, both sensual
and repellent. It was an experi-
ment in pushing the limits of sen-
suality—pushing them to the
frontier of the disgusting in the
hope of making the disgusting
pleasurable. The goal was to “dis-
locate, compound and engage
our senses, expanding them into
unknown and unpredictable rela-
tionships.” ® Schneemann wanted
these new relationships to ques-
tion and ultimately destroy social

Hannah Wilke, from the S.O.S.

(Starification Object Series), 1974. taboos.

One of 35 black-and-white By the early 1970s, at the
photographs from Mastication Box, memﬁn of the women’s move-
6 1/2 x 4 1/2 inches. Ronald .
Feldman Fine Arts, New York ment, many more women artists

found Body and Performance
Art—the literal use of one’s own body—to be an ideal means of
self-exploration and self-expression. A woman artist’s use of her
own nude body, however, ignited controversy by emphasizing
the social taboos that continued to surround representation of
the female sex. In the same period, “Bruce Nauman was ‘Thigh-
ing, Vito Acconci was masturbating, Dennis Oppenheim was
sunbathing and burning, and Barry Le Va was slamming into
walls.” ® Men were free to manipulate their bodies as they
pleased, women were not; the great irony being that certain male
artists, among them Vito Acconci, had attempted to “become”
women by altering their bodies in their art practice. In Conver-
sions (1971), for example, Acconci burned the hair oft his chest,
tried to develop female breasts by pulling on his own, and finally
hid his penis between his legs. ®® Although his engagement in
transgressive femininity and his attempt to “become” a woman
was perceived as a valid art practice, body manipulations by
Hannah Wilke and Lynda Benglis were deemed narcissistic or
pornographic.
Wilke offered the viewer only blemished or demeaning
images of herself. The constant accusations of narcissism and
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pornography were unjustified:
from a more objective vantage,
Wilke’s work presented an
extremely critical picture of
the status and representation
of women. In S.O.S. (Starifica-
tion Object Series) (1974), Wilke
“scarred” her nude body with
vaginally shaped sculptures
made from chewed gum, and
then photographed herself in
poses that mock those of mag-
azine models. The effect of
these scars on the viewer is not
unlike that of Cindy Sherman’s
dismembered mannequins,
as in Untitled (1992; p. 64):
“Automatic scopophilic consumption, whether narcissistic or
voyeuristic, is interrupted. By rendering the body problematic,
and exposing what is conventionally hidden, Sherman infuses the
desirous look with a sense of dread and dis-ease.” * Two decades
earlier, Wilke, too, had exposed what was conventionally hid-
den—the vagina—and she did it with a non-art medium—chew-
ing gum. The proliferation of vagina gums was Wilke’s attempt to
make visible the “invisible” sex, reinstating visually the presence
of woman so long repressed within patriarchal society. As Debra
Wacks observed, Wilke “embraces and builds upon the connota-
tions that are associated with chewing gum....For gum is sticky
and messy, and chewing gum is often considered a disgusting,
even obsessive habit.”” The incorporation of such an abject sub-
stance as chewed gum not only subverts the notion of high art
materials, but also sensualizes the experience: the chewing gum is
in fact worked into its malleable state by the spectators, who thus
partake in the taste, smell, and sound of the creative process.

No artist was more candid in her criticism of the represen-
tation of women than May Wilson. In her “ridiculous por-
traits,” “the artist pasted her own face—contorted into a variety
of hideous and comical expressions—onto postcard images of
Victorian ladies, the Madonna, and classical nudes. Wilson
“defiled” these images in order to parody and thus deconstruct

May Wilson, artist-produced postcard,
c. 1970

ol



Lynda Benglis, advertisement in Artforum, 1974

patriarchal notions of the ideal woman. The obscurity of her
work testifies to the art world’s obliviousness to an important
feminist critique on society’s representation of women, twenty
years before Cindy Sherman.

Lynda Benglis’ gallery advertisement for Artforum in
November 1974 was a bold attempt to confront the issue of gen-
der bias in the art world. In the self-conceived photograph,
Benglis slicks up her nude body, places a larger-than-life dildo at
her groin, and with one hand on her hip turns belligerently to
confront the viewer. According to Benglis, her “intention was to
mock the idea of having to take sexual sides—to be either a male
artist or a female.” “ In the controversy that ensued, Benglis was
accused of narcissism, pornography, and penis envy. Her critique
of gender bias in the art world was lost on critics who failed to
see past a nude female body. According to one, “Benglis’ sexual
photographs are not to be confused with Vito Acconci’s perfor-
mances on erotic themes....Superficially, Benglis’ work reveals the
tasteful, the glossy, and the narcissistic, while Acconci’s secret sex-
ual systems are more populist, and tend toward the squalid, the
exorcistic, and the puritanical.” 7 This bias becomes even clearer
when compared to the perhaps less aggressive yet equally threat-
ening photo of Robert Morris in S&M gear, used as a poster for
his April 1974 exhibition at Castelli/Sonnabend Galleries. Jeremy
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Gilbert-Rolfe observed that the poster was an “ironic encapsula-
tion of [Morris’] own position in contemporary art.””' And what
about the position of the artist if she is a2 woman? Is not Benglis’
image an “ironic encapsulation” of the state of woman as an artist
in a male-dominated art world?

Clearly, this world, by accusing women artists like Schnee-
mann, Wilke, and Benglis of narcissism and pornography has pre-
empted a more legitimate association of their work with the
abject. Similarly, Kusama, Hesse, Bourgeois, and Benglis again,
working in abject materials and imagery that have a bold trans-
gressive force, were often subjected to one-dimensional interpre-
tations that referred to nature and emotional excess. For male
artists like Oldenburg, Morris, and Acconci, on the other hand,
the incorporation of abject materials or imagery—what [ have
termed the practice of transgressive femininity—earned them the
accolade of rebel-innovator.

Transgressive femininity is not an option for the woman
artist. As I said earlier, the privileging of the feminine in a trans-
gressive discourse by no means guarantees liberation. Rather, as in
the art practice of the sixties and seventies, women are presumptu-
ously categorized and thereby rendered mute and invisible as indi-
viduals. In “Femininity as Mas(s)querade,” Tania Modleski
concludes: “Not the least of the problems involved in equating the
masses and mass culture [or in our case, nature and the body] with
the feminine is that it becomes much more difficult for women to
interrogate their role within that culture.” 2 Nor is transgressive
masculinity an option for the woman artist. Such a concept was
boldly parodied by Benglis. By appropriating an obviously faux
phallus, Benglis likened the notion of a woman obtaining power
or legitimacy to that of a man having a 24-inch penis.

In the 1970s, a feminist art practice emerged that attempted
to deconstruct the patriarchal notions of femininity through the
use of theory. Of distinct note in this practice is the absence of a
direct representation of the female body. In Post-Partum Document
(1974-79), for example, Mary Kelly uses Lacanian analysis to
deconstruct patriarchal concepts of motherhood. In Documenta-
tion I, she deconstructs the notion of woman as nurturer. Rather
than depict a mother feeding a child, Kelly juxtaposes feeding
charts and Lacanian diagrams with stained diaper liners as a record
of the nurturing procedure, the non-verbal mother/child means



Mary Kelly,

Prototype for Post-Partum
Document, Documentation I:
Analysed faecal stains and
feeding charts, 1974

of communication. The stain marks a successful response to the
child’s request for nourishment.

The work of artists like Mary Kelly set a precedent for
another generation to pursue theoretically based art practices crit-
ical of the representation of women and notions of femininity. As
recently as 1991, however, in her essay discussing the critical
reception of the work of Cindy Sherman, Abigail Solomon-
Godeau asks how “the work of a woman artist, whose work has
long been preoccupied with constructions of femininity, is...tex-
tually dispatched with an exclamatory invocation to the mascu-
line.” ” Solomon-Godeau is responding to the interpretation of
Sherman’s work as “humanistic” and concludes that “in ascend-
ing to that pantheon where, as we all know, genius has no gender,
what gets deflected in the criticism, if not relegated to critical
oblivion altogether, are all those elements in the work that consti-
tute its difference.” ™ Arthur Rimbaud’s prophecy concerning
women’s contributions to poetry (and, in our case, art) still rings
uncannily true: “We shall take them from her and we shall under-
stand them.” The adoption and consequent erasure of meaning in
women’s art continues to persist even today.
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